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	1. Prologue

**Prologue: Dirk Cresswell**

The portraits lining the corridors of the fourth level of the Ministry of Magic were slumbering peacefully. Distinguished faces did not move even as Hermione's high heels clacked against the floor. With distaste, she glanced down at them: shining, smoothly contoured shoes that seemed almost alive as they clung to the curves of her feet. Every step sent waves of _clack clack clack _into the corridor. She preferred if the lights remained dim; her eyes always hurt after long days. At the end of the corridor, she knew she'd find the Centaur Liaison Office, and close to it, the Goblin Liaison Office.

After the Battle of Hogwarts and the reclamation of the Ministry, Kingsley Shacklebolt had made it a point to honor the deceased Ministry employees- and so, on every level, there were paintings, beautifully painted portraits. In the dim light, Hermione had to walk past every single one. She paused at the very end, peering up at the largest portrait on the wall.

"_Lumos," _whispered Hermione. Very slowly, the former Head of the Goblin Liaison Office opened his eyes. There was no hint of drowsiness in his eyes. In the dim light of her wand, Dirk Cresswell stretched his neck.

"You found me easily enough," he said. "You can put that light off now, I can see you. Who gave you the message eventually?"

"Amelia Bones," said Hermione, extinguishing her wand. The former Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement had very quietly slipped in a word as Hermione exited her office. It had seemed that Amelia Bones had initially not appreciated the occupation of her old office, and the message had been gentle and polite in contrast. The need for secrecy struck Hermione as strange, but she listened nonetheless.

"What did you want to speak to me about? And if I may, why me?"

"Why not you? I heard the announcement- congratulations, by the way, Mrs. Granger. Your new post deserves someone as intelligent as you."

Hermione blushed. Dirk Cresswell's surprising charm took her aback. Several days ago, Hermione had formally become the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement. Effectively, this put her at the helm of a large but rather troublesome segment of the Ministry. She answered to Kingsley, and Kingsley only.

"No, I only meant that I didn't expect the former Head of the Goblin Liaison Office to require my services. What can I do from my department?"

"Well, it is _your _Department now. You can do great things, can you not?"

In the fading light, Hermione nodded, still fairly puzzled. Dirk Cresswell was a pleasure to speak to, for sure, but was there a good reason for this conversation?

"What do you need, Sir?" she asked, finally.

He regarded her sternly.

"Do you have any idea what happened with my Department before the Battle of Hogwarts?"

Hermione shook her head.

"Do you have any idea who succeeded me after I was killed?"

Hermione shook her head again, feeling rather stunned that she had not tried to find out.

"I was told you were smart. Do you perceive my former job to be simple?"

"No," said Hermione quickly. "I actually think it's incredibly interesting. I remember writing essays for Professor Binns on the Goblin Wars; I had to do plenty of reading up to understand the Wizengamot's decisions and how they enforced the Goblins into..."

"Servitude. A milder word for it must have been used in your _History of Magic _textbook, and I doubt Binns said it any better."

"No," she said quietly.

"For your information, _nobody _succeeded me after I was killed. It took a long while for Shacklebolt to find someone. Not that _that _has resulted in anything good.. Lord Voldemort had no use for the goblins, you see. Under his reign, there would be no separation of departments. Under his reign, laws, creatures, gold, all would be under his thumb. Can you see why that would have eventually destroyed the world he wanted to create?"

"There are lines drawn for a reason. Rules that keep society civil."

"Rules that keep society _alive,_" Cresswell corrected.

"If gold was managed by the Ministry, things would go haywire. Voldemort, I assume, would have redirected all finances to the things _he _considered important. Keeping half-bloods dead and pure-bloods alive, perhaps. Eventually, there would be no more gold left. He would attempt to ransack the vaults, but none know the secrets of Gringotts save for the oldest Goblins. Goblins that hold secrets older than Salazar Slytherin himself- _real _treasures that have been hidden away for centuries and centuries.

"And they would refuse to cave in, for they would rather die than betray their kind. And in the process, the Dark Lord would have massacred the creatures that hold the most power in the magic world."

Hermione frowned.

"The goblins are bound by laws to wizards- the power they possess depends on the law, doesn't it? And as per law, goblins and house elves are the same- oppressed communities," she said, remembering her days at the helm of SPEW, or the Society for the Promotion of Elfish Welfare.

"Externally, it may seem that goblins are oppressed. Textbooks may tell you that they are entirely subservient to us. But the truth of it is far off, Mrs. Granger. Far off."

Cresswell's soft voice grew softer. Hermione heard the muffled sound of footsteps, far behind her. Cresswell's voice turned urgent.

"We have no time. You cannot be seen here. Listen to me, my child. Come closer."

Hermione edged closer to the frame, turning her ear to his oil-paint mouth.

"When Cornelius Fudge first took office as Minister for Magic, there was a reason he promoted me. I may not be great at combat magic, but the goblins called me Velvet Tongue, and Fudge knew that. When he hired me, things changed. When he hired me, Fudge was not the man he turned into. He had the makings of a great Minister, before fear took hold of him. And he was made Minister for one reason and for one reason only- because he knew he needed to look at the _other _issues and correct them."

Promptly, Dirk Cresswell sat back in his painting. His eyes were closed, and he was apparently already asleep. His words ringing in her head, Hermione walked out of Level 4 and into the elevator. She had a familiar burning sensation smoldering inside her- a sensation she had felt as a girl at Hogwarts- the urge to _know. _But for the moment, she sorely needed her bed. Even the pangs of nostalgia could not turn her away from the prospect of a soft, comfortable bed.


	2. Chapter 1: Cubs

**Chapter 1: Cubs**

The cold morning air rushing into his face kept James alert and focused. Below him, the Great Lake rippled and moved. Lowering his altitude, his feet skimmed the surface, his red cloak whipping behind him. He spun in the air, hanging upside down from his broom, letting his hair fall over his face. When he could feel trickles of flying droplets wash over his hair, he spun back around and pulled out of the dive, rising high into the clouds.

Higher and higher he rose, until the castle was miniscule. He saw the long bridge that had been repaired and renovated after the Battle of Hogwarts in '98, and wondered how it had looked initially. He could see from his lofty vantage point that the sun had risen behind the mountains, and with a feeling of resignation, he doubled back to the castle, his _Firebolt _slicing through the air.

The broom's polished handle shone brightly; it seemed to James that the magical charms protecting it would never fade away. Standing before Quality Quidditch Supplies in Diagon Alley, James and his father were initially rooted to the spot, awe-struck. It had been his fourth year, and he had just been informed by Robert Wood, Gryffindor Quidditch Captain, that _he _would don the red uniform.

It turned out that his father wasn't as good at shopping as the other parents at Diagon Alley were. From what James could see, Diagon Alley was always crowded at the beginning of a new year. Parents hustled and bustled, their arms loaded with shopping bags containing all sorts of things. He was forced to wait patiently for his Uncle Ron, who, he hoped, had the decisive capability to stop gawking and actually _buy _something. Unfortunately for James, it turned out that his father and his best friend matched each other perfectly; soon, both men stood gazing at the display at Quality Quidditch Supplies. It was only when his son tugged on his arm did Harry Potter realize that he was no longer shopping for himself at Diagon Alley.

Had James not been brought up in a strictly-Quidditch friendly home, he would have perhaps been as lost as his father. He began reading _Which Broomstick? _in his First Year, and he began asking for a broom in his Third. Last week's issue had lit a spark deep inside him- a new and improved _Firebolt _had been released. A world-class broom, once a player and crowd favorite, the old _Firebolt _could reach speeds nearing a hundred and fifty miles an hour. If his father bought him the new release, it would mean James was being trusted with something very dangerous. The new _Firebolt _pushed the limits of Quidditch itself- with speeds touching two hundred and twenty.

Fortunately enough, James' father believed in his son- but not without some testing. Before his son received a broom that could travel at breakneck speed, Harry made sure to coach James through the basics of handling a broom _this _powerful. At first, James had found it hard to believe that Harry Potter was once a Gryffindor Captain. But all his doubts vanished when his father first laid hands on his son's new broom. Dressed in a casual pair of trousers and a sweater, his father did not look like much of a flier. Moments later, James was in shock, a mere observer in a masterclass. His father could take the broom to its top speed and still maintain complete and utter control- as if the broom was unnecessary, and flight was natural.

James had to admit that it took him far longer to master the new _Firebolt. _Now, in his Sixth Year, he finally had the control he needed- the focus and concentration to push this broom to its top speed.

The Great Hall was a storm of activity. Red banners hung over the Gryffindor benches, and people wore their house colors with gusto. On the far side of the hall, the bright greens of Slytherin glowed like emeralds. Wearing a fresh pair of Quidditch robes, his number and name on his back, and his Captain's badge shining in front, James Potter made his way to his friends.

Unknown to him, heads turned as the Sixth Year sauntered past. He hardly noticed the whispers anymore. When Hogwarts had still been new to him, surviving had been priority. Everywhere he looked, there seemed to be someone talking about him, the oldest son of Harry Potter. When he was named Seeker of the Gryffindor Quidditch Team in his fourth year, his attention no longer wandered off to the school gossips. He had steadily stopped caring about the weight his name carried, even _if _both his father and grandfather's names were etched into the castle in some way or the other. He imagined himself as part of a legacy, a legacy he needed to accept without hesitation. Now, in his sixth year, he had been awarded the same honor his father and _his _father had been given- captaincy.

Alice and Francis were eagerly digging into buttered toast and fried eggs when he seated himself across from them. Bathed in crimson, the three Gryffindors did not even look up when a green-clad Quidditch player clambered into the seat beside James. Looking rather disgruntled and weary, Lucio grabbed a plate of bacon, shoving rashers into his mouth furiously. His Captain's badge glinted on the front of his Slytherin robes.

"What's with you?" asked Alice, gesturing with her fork. Lucio raised his hand, showing her his palm.

"I don't interact with your species," he said flatly, in between mouthfuls.

"My species?" she demanded, with narrowed eyes.

Next to her, Francis chuckled.

"He can't get Dominique to go on a date with him. He's been trying for weeks now. So, he hates women."

James almost choked.

"Dominique? As in- _Dominique?!" _he exclaimed, spluttering.

"Shhh! You want the entire school to hear?" Lucio asked, looking around frantically.

James pointed his knife at Lucio sternly. His face was dark.

"No," he said, shaking his head.

"What do you mean, no?"

"I mean, no. Not Dominique. She's family. You leave her alone."

"James! You can't be serious!"

"Are _you?_" James demanded, turning his body to face the opposing Captain.

Lucio faltered.

"There you go," James said, returning to his plate. "You will not add her to your list of accomplishments, or I swear on all my ancestors, I will Hex you permanently."

Lucio sighed. In truth, James knew that Dominique would never take a liking to Lucio. He glanced up the table, his eyes finding the slender Weasley girl. Her fiery red hair was streaked with silver, and her features looked more Veela and less human. He would never tell Lucio, but James recalled his cousin calling him "deplorable, disgusting, and a slattern of the lowest order".

"Fine. Fine."

"Zabini, how about sitting with your team for a moment before the match?" a voice carried across the hall.

Lucio turned to grimace at the entire Slytherin Quidditch Team, seated in a cluster. In contrast, James' team was scattered all over the Great Hall. When Lucio got to his feet, James did too. The two Captains shook hands, hugging briefly. There was no tension in the handshake; rather, they broke off chuckling.

"Keep your mind off Dominique for a little bit, or I'll wipe the floor with you," James added in a serious voice. Lucio snorted before rejoining his team.

Feeling rather unprofessional because his team was nowhere to be found, James looked around. He spotted a few of them sitting together near a window, and he found Rose sipping Pumpkin juice. She was so small, it was hard for him to notice her at all. Behind her, his little sister stood, her hands immersed in the voluminous fire that was Rose's hair. With swift precision, Lily tied her cousin's hair into a tight bun. When Rose Weasley got to her feet, it was to a round of applause. Dressed in her Keeper's uniform, she was still small and not exactly intimidating. James could tell that his fellow Gryffindors had not forgotten the last match, even though it had been a year ago- Hufflepuff had been a dangerous opponent with chasers that outstripped theirs, but Rose Weasley had nimbly protected her three goal hoops. Having shut out her opponents for the entire game, James found the Snitch easily enough; his mind was stress-free and calm when Rose hovered before the goals. Now in her third year at Hogwarts, Rose was turning out to be the Keeper of a lifetime. In fact, James had heard Professor Longbottom mention to the other teachers that his Uncle Ron had, at one point, been an accomplished keeper, but his little daughter apparently gave him a run for his money.

A crash of clapping filled the hall as Lucio led his team out of the hall. James returned to his plate. He held a piece of buttered toast to his lips, but he only saw the green glow of the Quidditch pitch. Now that it came down to it, he felt slightly nervous, especially after watching Captain Zabini lead his team out. Lucio had the distinct ability to change his general behavior at a moment's notice, going from a lusty teenager to a grim team captain in an instant. James imagined that even Dominique was no longer in Lucio's mind. In fact, he doubted his friend would even notice his beloved in this serious state. James had long since stopped himself from comparing his capabilities with Lucio's- the feeling of convincing himself that he was _better _made him feel worse.

Somehow, in the process of finishing his last piece of toast, he had been surrounded by his teammates. When he looked up, he was ringed by serious faces. In contrast, Rose was glowing, her face as well as her flaming hair. Albert and Simon, his chasers, looked the grimmest of the lot. James wiped the crumbs from his face before rising and seating himself atop the table. They stared at him patiently. He had to be grateful for that; Lucio's team seemed all but done with his lax nature. Or perhaps, they knew where his energy was truly invested, like James did.

"I have nothing to say except that I want all of you to forget the last match." Rose's tiny eyebrows furrowed into a tiny frown, but Albert and Simon seemed to release a pent up amount of breath.

"We have a phenomenal team here. We can't get carried away. And this is the first of the season, we don't want to lose focus here, okay?" said James, his mind on the golden trophy he wanted to hold again. It was true- Gryffindor's Quidditch record had been perfect for an entire year. It was this that frightened James, for it reminded him of his predecessor. Like James', Robert Wood's father had been a Gryffindor Quidditch Captain. After they lifted the Cup together last year, James met Oliver Wood, Captain of the Wimbourne Wasps, and treasured the handshake. James knew he was succeeding a legend in Gryffindor Quidditch, for Robert Wood became the top scorer in Hogwarts history in three short years before taking the Captain's badge.

"Slytherin are not as quick as we are- we've practiced this in training. When you're up against stronger players, I don't want a single one of you to engage the opponent. No contact, no fouls, just evade and keep the Quaffle moving. It's a clear day today, Rose, so you have your work cut out for you- Balek and his brother are good with their aim." Balek, the Slytherin Chaser, could hit a target from a mile away. His brother, whose name James had not bothered learning, threw with such ferocity that he feared for Rose's safety.

As he led the team out amid applause, he quietly told Michael, a six foot tall fourth year and his Beater, to keep his eye on Rose at all times. He had a mental image carved into his mind- of his Uncle Ron glowering at him from Rose's hospital wing bed. Noting that winning the game wasn't as important as keeping Rose Weasley safe, James sighed.

When he and the Gryffindors took their place in the tunnel, Lucio smiled. Behind him, Balek grinned at James. The tension was mounting, but both teams disguised their nerves. James could not focus, all of a sudden. His Aunt and Uncle's angry faces floated at the forefront of his mind, so much so that he kept turning to see if Rose was still there. He started when Lucio nudged him in the ribs, leaning in.

"I've told my guys to keep it civil. Clean game, no unseating your little cousin," he whispered. James smiled gratefully, feeling relieved. "In fact," Lucio continued, "little Rosie's not going to even _touch _the Quaffle."

James snorted. A whistle blew from somewhere ahead, and the two teams, Gryffindor led by James Potter and Slytherin by Lucio Zabini, walked out into the clear sunlight and cheering crowd. Even though both had the Snitch on their minds, when Madame Hooch, wrinkled and old as she was, signaled them to shake hands, they grinned at each other in satisfaction. They had come this far, James realized, as he grasped his best friend's hand. From being young Seekers on rival teams to captaining their sides, James and Lucio had done it all, it seemed. Lucio seemed to be thinking much the same; to a roar of appreciative applause, the Slytherin Captain hugged his friend.

Gripping his wife's hand tightly, a bespectacled man dressed in black robes watched his son lead his team on to the pitch. His scar visible on his forehead, Harry Potter found he was as tense as he had been when _he _led his team out. Without realizing it, a tear dripped down his cheek, and Ginny smiled, her hand brushing his face lightly. He had now seen what his father had never been able to see- his own son succeeding him. James Potter, holding his head high, almost ignorant to the tumultuous applause, was a sight to behold. Even though Harry had eyes for no one else, Lucio _did _carve an impressive figure. Three rows below, he could see Blaise Zabini's high cheekbones and smooth skin as the man applauded his son.

"In all my years, I have never seen a Potter child comb his hair," a familiar voice said. Harry turned to see Minerva McGonagall a row above him, chortling with the new Head of Gryffindor, Hestia Jones. Hestia grinned at Harry childishly, waving as the dimple on her cheek appearing and disappearing from view.

"I try," admitted Ginny, extracting another gale of laughter from McGonagall.

"THAT'S MY GIRL! COME ON, ROSE!" bellowed Ron from Ginny's side. His explosive voice carried all over the stadium, and Harry could see his daughter squirm in embarrassment as she took her position in front of the goal hoops.

It was only when the whistle blew and the Quaffle soared that Harry noticed Hermione's absence. He had never missed a single one of James' matches, and Hermione had been his steadfast companion. For the first time, her seat was empty. In the chaos of the match, her absence slipped out of his mind. He mentally reminded himself to ask Hermione later.

He spotted James easily by his black hair, but it was hard to keep track of his movement. James was fluid on the _Firebolt, _zipping between players, scanning the skies. On the far side, Blaise Zabini's striking son hovered, his head flitting left and right.

"Ten zero to Gryffindor!" a voice on a megaphone echoed, and a resounding cheer emanated from the red stand. The scoreboard quivered before the scores magically changed.

Still, James circled high in the sky, while his counterpart remained motionless. Both Captains did not make sudden moves; Harry knew the Seekers were secretly watching each other, waiting for someone to make a move. It was a situation he had been in numerous times, and he had _always _moved in for the kill first. Harry had never waited for Draco Malfoy to make the first move; it didn't bother him one bit to strike first. He stiffened as he remembered coaching James to remain calm as he circled. In a way, James was like Harry- distracted until the right moment. The difference, Harry knew, was that in this match, his son sought to defeat his best friend, not his greatest enemy. Harry wondered how it would have felt, to face Ron in an opposing team. He grimaced to think of it; he had had enough trouble with Ron in his _own _team, let alone on the other side. Harry was drawn out of his thoughts when the commentator's voice rose in octaves.

"BALEK WITH THE QUAFFLE FOR SLYTHERIN, HE SHOOTS-"

The Gryffindor stand was pin-drop silent for a moment.

"WEASLEY SAVES!"

Ron rose to his feet with the Gryffindors, yelling triumphantly. His daughter had spun in mid-air, her lithe body almost melting together with the broom, and with her right hand, simply picked the Quaffle out of the air. It was bold, brilliant, precise, and confident. Almost instantaneously, Ginny's nails dug into Harry's arm. His head snapped up to see James put a stop to his circular motion. Even from where he sat, Harry saw James whip his hair out of his face as he looked down at Rose holding the Quaffle. As if her save tightened his resolve, James all but disappeared. Hisbroom cut through the air at a dangerous speed, but he was not alone. The crowd gasped as both Seekers climbed high into the clouds, too high to be spotted. Harry's trained eye had caught the glimmer of the Golden Snitch right before James had struck, but Lucio had seen it as fast as his son had. Beside him, Ginny grew tense as she watched her son accelerate. The new _Firebolt _hit two fifty miles an hour with ease- something that made her quiver with fear every time her son took to the sky.

A few rows down, Blaise was on his feet as well, straining to look into the sky. Harry grinned at Ginny, his fingers interlaced around hers. He felt almost as if James was carrying him, and for some reason, he knew his son would win this game. As he gazed into the clouds, Harry was surprised to find a horrible memory emerging in his mind. He did not know why, but he suddenly had a vivid recollection of his tumble from the clouds and the Dementors of Azkaban swirling around him from above.

James could see nothing but the faint gold shine ahead of him. Its fluttering wings blurred together as it swerved left and right. He could barely see what was around him, and all he could hear was the flapping of his cloak against his body. It was getting colder and colder as he flew upward, but the Snitch refused to change tact. The air around him was becoming so quiet, he could now hear the Snitch's wings. Suddenly, it disappeared, and all was quiet.

James hung motionless in the clouds, his breath issuing steam. He was so tense all of a sudden that he barely moved when Lucio came bursting out. The Slytherin Seeker's _Firebolt _came to an abrupt stop beside him. Lucio's head turned in all directions before resting on James, whose face was now rigid as stone.

"What, James?" demanded Lucio, his voice hoarse in the chill.

James shook his head, putting a finger to his lips. They could hear nothing now, not even the crowd in the stadium, not even the commentator. The silence seemed strange and accompanied by an odd buzz that filled his ears. At that moment, the silence was ruptured by the faint flap of wings. James and Lucio both blanched as they looked at each other. Their brooms automatically edged closer to one another as the pair drew their wands. The flap of wings came again, but this time, it drove a wedge of fear right into James' heart. This was no owl, he realized. Each flap sounded like it belonged to wings that stretched like giant canvases, so large they could displace massive volumes of air. Lucio and James circled, their backs to each other, their eyes wide, and their wands pointing around them.

"_Incendio," _said James, aiming his wand at the perceived source of the noise. Fire leapt out of his wand, exploding within the clouds. As if petrified by the sight, the pair could not move their eyes away from what they saw, for when the fire lit up the sky, they saw the most frightening silhouette they could ever see- huge black wings that looked like castles by themselves. A massive surge of air struck them before the silhouette disappeared. Soon, the air was again filled with howling wind, and not the mysterious buzzing that had piqued James' curiosity. The blanket of silence had been lifted. James immediately remembered why the buzz had sounded so odd in his ears- had his father cast a spell that did the same thing? His heart beating rapidly, he did not remember. Breathing heavily, Lucio looked at James, his eyes grim.

"What the hell was that?"

"After the game," James said, attempting to put it at the back of his mind, but failing utterly to do so.

"Was that a dra-"

Lucio's words were cut short as the Golden Snitch darted past them from above. He stared as it zipped below them. The two Captains nodded at each other, swerving their brooms in the right direction.

"Three," said James.

"Two," said Lucio.

"ONE!" they both yelled, _Firebolts _slicing through the wind together.

When they emerged from the canopy of clouds, the Snitch feet below, the crowd began to yell and shout for all their worth. James could distinctly hear his Uncle's voice egg him on as he tailed the winged ball. Lucio matched every turn with a sharper turn, until they were side by side. The Snitch dipped in altitude before it plummeted straight down into the mess of players below. Like ants on a shattered ant-hill, both teams scattered as the _Firebolts _cut through them like melting ice. The Snitch wove through the stands, and James and Lucio dutifully followed.

As the golden ball emerged from the stands, James saw something clearly- a fruitless path. The Snitch veered left, and James very slightly raised his chest from the handle of his broom. Though it was surely not a visible reduction in speed, he could feel the broom slow down with effort. With a little luck, if James was right in his estimation, the Snitch would have nowhere to go but towards Rose Weasley, hanging in front of the goal hoops. Lucio edged ahead, his arm outstretched. At that moment, the Snitch realized that it was traveling headlong into the main stand. It swerved violently, and Lucio adjusted as much as he could, but it was too late. James was prepared for the sharp turn. He took it, his body pressing against the handle of the broom, his entire frame becoming a blur as he struggled closer and closer to the Snitch.

Without knowing it, he had been in a steep dive. He hurtled towards the ground in a blur, but he did not see the ground. His eyes were on the golden ball, and he only noticed the ground once his fingers grasped cold metal. It felt like it was far too late, but James adjusted his body as quickly as he could. In that instant, he recalled his morning flight across the lake, and he would've smiled to himself, had he had the time. He pulled out of the dive with ease- spinning upside down to shift his trajectory. He felt his long hair brush the ground, and when he rose back into the air, he heard a collective sigh. He hung motionless for a moment, until an arm grabbed his and thrust it into the air, displaying the Snitch for all to see. Lucio's face was of complete shock; the loss seemed to have not registered yet, it seemed. The crowd screamed with approval, waving fists and cheering on the two captains as they stood side by side.

A ring of red surrounded him, and he was pulled into a bear-hug so tight he could hardly breathe. When he looked up at the main stand, he could see his father- on his feet, clapping very slowly. His mother was on her feet too, but she clutched the end of the stand with her hands. A small fist pummeled his stomach suddenly. Rose Weasley stood before him, her face full of fury.

"That was dangerous," she said. "Too dangerous."

Frowning, James realized he probably had no idea how close he had come to hitting the ground. Lucio's shocked face made sense. With a start, he realized he could no longer see his friend through the red mass around him. The stands were emptying, and in one long line, children were exiting the stadium. He made his way out of the mob until he found the occupants of the main stand grouped on the grass. Almost immediately, his mother crushed him in an embrace, right before she smacked him hard on the arm. A frighteningly vicious expression on her face, all it took to scare him was her gaze. Beside her, Rose dangled from her father's shoulders. A hand pressed on his shoulder from behind. The soft pressure made him glance up and into his father's face. James prepared himself for another lecture. Instead, Harry leaned down, his mouth inches from James' ear.

"That was some brilliant flying. That last dive…I'm so proud of you, James," said his father, as his wife glowered. James grinned.

"Thanks, Dad," he said.

From where he was, James could see Lucio. At the very entrance to the castle, the Slytherin Captain stood quite motionless, his face gaunt. Instantly, a winged silhouette flitted across his vision, and he remembered the abyss of clouds the Snitch had taken him to. In that moment, he no longer cared about the win, and he didn't think Lucio cared for the loss. Lucio made a signal with his right hand that James immediately recognized, before disappearing into the castle.

After hugging his parents goodbye, James sprinted breathlessly up the stairs. The Gryffindor tower was crowded with people making their way through the portrait, but James ignored them all, even as they turned to cheer him on. The Fat Lady issued him hearty congratulations before he shouted her down. Every time she saw him, she felt the need to point out how similar he looked to his father. And sometimes, she'd mention how his hair reminded him of that 'frightful Sirius Black'.

"Mad eye!" he yelled, before she made an indignant face and the portrait swung open. James clambered in, trying as hard as he could to avoid contact. Halfway up the stairs above the common room, James saw red, and he tumbled to the ground. When he opened his eyes, Dominique Weasley was standing above him, a Gryffindor scarf curled around her neck.

"You saw the match?" asked James, bewildered. Dominique usually never bothered attending Quidditch matches, preferring to sit in the common room with a book. It was for this reason alone that James was so sure she would never fall for Lucio; she never interacted with him in person, so all in all, she'd never truly know him beyond the slattern she thought he was. Dominique nodded, her glimmering hair falling over her shoulders as she helped him to his feet.

"Congratulations," she said, a playful smile on her lips. "Dealt your friend quite the defeat."

"I sense that satisfies you in some way," said James, chuckling.

"It does," she said, smirking as she ventured down the stairway.

Remembering that he needed to escape the slowly- unfolding party in the common room, James found himself rummaging in his drawer. With a yell of triumph, he quickly deposited a piece of fading parchment in his back pocket. He stripped off his Quidditch gear and thrust his broom under his bed, almost running headlong into Francis and Alice.

By the time the three of them arrived outside the Owlery, Lucio had been sitting there for quite a bit. His head hung down between his knees, and he looked dismal. It pained James to see him this way, because he knew there were some conversations he could never have with Lucio Zabini. Consoling him over today's defeat was one of those things. When he looked up, James could see the sadness in his eyes. He wondered, at the back of his mind, if Lucio had spotted Dominique in the stands. Knowing better than to bring it up, James instead knelt and unraveled the parchment he had brought from the confines of his messy Gryffindor dorm room.

"I solemnly swear that I am up to no good," said James, tapping the surface of the rather ancient parchment. Immediately, like color blossoming in water, lines of ink began forming a network, creating corridors, rooms, bridges, and finally, numerous pairs of feet. Instantly, Lucio's expression transformed. The Marauder's Map seemed to have that effect on all four of them, not because it was magical and mysterious, but because it made them feel like they held a piece of history.

On holiday after his very first year at Hogwarts, James had never planned on digging through his father's things, but spotting the map had changed his life. Truthfully, the life-changing part presented itself much later. He had been investigating the map as quietly as he could, in a corner of Godric's Hollow he had personally thought was hidden from view. It _had _been hidden, until an intruder in the form of his Uncle found him out. There was no time to hastily stow it away; pretending like it was a regular piece of parchment seemed the best way to go. But before he could utter a word, Ron Weasley sat down beside him.

"I know what is," he said, chortling at James' apparently innocent expression. James looked at his Uncle, his jaw dropping. He handed him the parchment, and Ron promptly tapped it with his wand, muttering "I solemnly swear that I am up to no good."

"After '98, Hogwarts changed a lot," Ron had said, scanning the map. "The war destroyed much of what I was used to seeing, and I don't think the makers planned on Hogwarts being broken down, honestly. Shame."

Ron had then raised the map to the sky, looking at it fondly.

"Not really surprised that Harry kept this, though," he said. "Got us out of quite a few situations."

"How much did you use it?" asked James.

"Are you kidding? All the time. Harry didn't go anywhere without this beauty. Hermione hated it in the beginning, wanted to report it to McGonagall, if I remember right."

"Professor McGonagall?!" asked James, stunned. Just how old _was _the Headmistress?

"Yes, McGonagall. She was Head of Gryffindor before the war."

"And how did my Dad get it in the first place?"

"Funny story, actually. Fred and George stole it from Filch's stores, a long time ago. They gave it to Harry in our third year, and he's had it since then," said Ron. Looking at his nephew's blank face, he added, "Argus Filch was Hogwarts Caretaker for a long while. Right pain in the arse, that man."

James had heard endless tales of Fred and George's Hogwarts fame, and this only heightened his respect for his uncles. He had never asked for details, though, because every time Fred's name was brought up, it felt like a gentle sadness crept into Ron's eyes.

"Messrs. Moony, Padfoot, Prongs, and Wormtail," James murmured, tracing the names with his fingers. "Who were these four?"

Ron had only smiled. James could have sworn he saw a glint of a tear in his Uncle's eye.

"Ask your father. I don't think he'll be too miffed that you took this," said Ron. "Let's just say you're probably meant to have it."

When James Potter walked out of his hidden alcove, he walked out with his Uncle, but he walked out feeling rather different than when he walked in. He gazed at the map in wonder, his mind spinning with the endless possibilities it gave him. The knowledge that his father, his uncle, and his aunt had ventured through the castle of Hogwarts with this in their possession gave him immense pride. Even when Ron had told him that the map may not be of much use anymore, it had not wounded this feeling.

He went straight to his father, whose eyes narrowed as he noted the browning parchment in his grasp. A cheeky grin lit up his face, and Harry Potter began to laugh. James, confused, watched as his uncle and father collapsed in gales of laughter, and he had no idea why.

"How much have you told him?" asked his father.

"Not much, he knows what it does," replied Ron.

It had been quite a while since that day, but James still felt jitters going down his spine when he held the map in his hands. He had seen pictures of his deceased family members before, but no face showed up more vividly in his mind than the faces of James Potter I, Sirius Black, and Remus Lupin. It was in these moments that James understood the name he had inherited. He wondered how often his grandfather had snuck around Hogwarts, this map illuminating his way. Now, when James spoke to Teddy Lupin, he spoke with reverence, for Teddy's father had been one of the privileged four. From what his father told him, James gathered that Remus Lupin had spearheaded the whole thing, and without his brains, it would not have been possible.

His Uncle Ron had been right and wrong- the Marauder's Map still functioned extraordinarily well, but there were spots where the ink had been blurred out. Still holding the map in awe, regardless of its lack of completion, James and Lucio decided to tenuously correct the map. It took them a few weeks to entirely understand the magic that went behind its making- but once that was done, charting out Hogwarts' new renovations proved to be a terribly interesting task. In the beginning, it had been frustrating, because neither of them understood how to modify old magic- how would they improve the Marauders' creation? James received unexpected help in this regard- it turned out that his Aunt Hermione no longer disapproved of it. In fact, without her assistance, James would have been stuck with an incomplete map. The map he opened up now was a new Marauder's Map, with no evidence of the 1998 Battle of Hogwarts staining it.

Francis and Alice wore expressions of puzzlement as James and Lucio examined the Hogwarts grounds and the Forbidden Forest. With disappointment, they withdrew, and James folded it up.

"Well, it didn't stay for long," said James, grimacing.

"We don't know what _it _is. And we also don't know if it would have shown up in the map," replied Lucio.

"_What _are you two on about?" exclaimed Alice. Once James explained what they had seen up in the clouds, her mouth was agape.

"But do you think- a dragon?!" asked Francis, frowning. "I don't think a dragon can enter Hogwarts premises."

"It shouldn't be able to. There's a barrier preventing it from happening," said Alice. Lucio and James were silent. Had they _both _seen something that wasn't there? The pair frowned, feeling stupid for trying to find a dragon on the Marauder's Map and feeling stupider for not being able to prove what they had clearly seen.

James spent the rest of the day on his own, treasuring the isolated corners of Hogwarts on a holiday. Once the tension of the missing dragon had devolved, Lucio sank back into his depressive state. Francis and Alice, after failing to persuade James to join them, retired to the library, where they dolefully finished off their Potions essays on the properties of boomslang skin. He fought an urge to return to the sky, just to check, but the thought of actually _finding _the dragon stayed him. And in all honesty, James was not entirely confident in his _Firebolt's _ability to outfly a dragon. He stared at the map, lying down in his bed, watching students and teachers move to and fro, before he gave into fatigue and closed his eyes.
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Slowly but elegantly, Madam Rosmerta wove her way through the sea of people at her pub. On her left hand rested a carefully balanced tray, on which were two steaming drinks. At the very end of the room, she drew a pair of night-blue curtains, revealing the forms of two Hogwarts Professors, and before they could look up, she had disappeared, leaving their drinks on the table. One man was built like an athlete, tall and lean. A well-grown beard covered his lower-face, and his eyes were a light brown. His counterpart was relatively larger, and possessed a seemingly endless forest instead of a beard.

Neville Longbottom was well-groomed for the most part, but the noticeable smell of herbs wafted off his clothes. In fact, Neville smelled much like a Potions Master's store cupboard. A silver wedding ring on his hand glinted as Rosmerta's yellow lights hung close to the table. Rubeus Hagrid, Neville noted, had less gray hairs flecking his beard and hair than when he last saw him. He remembered a time several months before he left for Brazil, when Hagrid had emerged at breakfast with unmistakably dyed hair. Scowling at Neville, who attempted to muffle his sniggering, he then admitted that he was meeting Madame Maxime at _The Three Broomsticks _that afternoon. Neville looked around, struggling to keep the laughter down once again, but Madame Maxime was nowhere in _The Three Broomsticks _this afternoon.

"Busy day for Rosmerta, isn't it?" asked Neville, reaching out for the Firewhisky.

"Ter' tell you the truth, this is how it is every day!" said Hagrid, chuckling, taking a deep swig of his drink, and promptly putting out a little fire that sprouted in his beard. If one tried to look for them, wrinkles could be seen on Rubeus Hagrid's cheerfully flushed face. His Giant blood protected him, for a time, from the marks of age, but at this moment, Hagrid looked exhausted. His eyes were bloodshot, as if they had been open for far too long, and every reach he made for his glass seemed an effort.

If Hagrid were tired, he made no mention of it. He was, Neville had realized, quite possibly the best listener in the world. Hagrid, if he were truly interested in something, could listen for hours, while gulping his drinks noisily. For the past two hours, Neville had been answering every one of his old Professor's questions about Brazil. It had been not four hours since he had returned to Hogwarts, but he was content with spend it telling Hagrid about the incredible experience he had had. He had, in short, achieved a lifelong goal. It was something he had revealed solely to Hermione Granger, because only she had asked him what his future looked like to him after the Battle of Hogwarts.

"Professor Sprout told me about a wizarding school in South America. Castlebruxo, in Brazil. I'd like to go there one day," he had said. He had never forgotten.

He started off writing letters at first, attempting to foster some sort of relationship between Hogwarts and Castlebruxo. If his letters were read, he received no proof of it, for the school's teachers were as taciturn as the owls that delivered the letters. But three months ago, all of a sudden, Neville had woken up at half past three in the morning, and he didn't know why. And then, he heard an odd scurrying noise, like very small claws scratching the floor. Before he could find the source of the noise, it disappeared altogether. When he checked his chambers, he found a scroll on his desk, wound together by golden thread. It had taken a while, but Castlebruxo had finally heard his plea. From there, it had been a simple thing to get the Ministry approvals necessary for such an expedition. The Department of Magical Education was excited; it became evident, for they immediately opened up the possibility of a staff member of Castlebruxo coming to Hogwarts in exchange. It made complete sense, and it spared McGonagall the need to find a Herbology replacement. Neville had heard from his children that Professor Maximino reminded them of Firenze the Centaur, because he seemed extremely spaced out. He could not picture the type of person Maximino was, because the only spaced out he knew was Luna Lovegood.

Professor Longbottom had arrived at Hogsmeade Station that day feeling utterly disappointed that he couldn't have stayed at Castlebruxo for longer. Of course, that was as rare a possibility as Hannah letting him. He hadn't seen his wife and children for a very long time, but it had been the easiest answer to give Hagrid when the two bumped into each other outside _The Three Broomsticks. _Hagrid was eager to hear of his old student's adventures, but Neville was beginning to notice the fatigue in his old teacher's eyes.

"What's going on, Hagrid? Why does it look like you've gotten no sleep in all these months I've been away?" asked Neville, sipping Firewhisky.

"Glad yeh' brought it up," grunted Hagrid, lowering his voice. "Rosmerta!" his voice boomed across the tavern.

"What are you doing?"

"Payin'," said Hagrid, matter-of-factly.

"Yeah, but why?" asked Neville, frowning.

"I want ter' show you somethin', Professor Longbottom. It's why I suggested we get a drink in the firs' place!"

The unlikely pair made their way through the noisy tavern and out into the sunshine, Neville's luggage floating noiselessly behind him like a tail. They walked all the way to Hagrid's cabin, the half-giant still persistently refusing to answer direct questions. Neville struggled to keep up with his large strides; the years moved on, but Hagrid was still Hagrid. They stopped momentarily at his cabin, as he opened the door and disappeared into the small cottage, Neville's luggage floating in behind him. He reappeared with a familiar crossbow in his large grip. Nodding at the Herbology Professor, he promptly strode towards the Forbidden Forest. Mystified, Professor Longbottom followed. To his relief, as they wound their way deeper in, Hagrid began to talk.

"While yeh've been off with those Brazilians, things have changed here," he said, though Neville could see nothing different. As they went deeper in, less light filtered through the trees, until it felt as though they walked through morning and afternoon in the space of two minutes. The Forest looked much the same as it always had been- dark and buzzing. Neville frowned as Hagrid strode on relentlessly. A few times, the Care of Magical Creatures Professor gave him a knowing look, and the latter struggled quickly to notice some sign in the Forest around him, but he did not see it. The trees were trees and the plants were plants. Hellebore and Wolfsbane were unchanged, Asphodel plants lay scattered exactly where Neville remembered they were, so what was Hagrid talking about?

In front of him, Hagrid grunted, and Neville stopped, his feet coming to a complete standstill as his eyes widened. The big Professor turned to face Neville as the latter examined his surroundings. Everywhere he looked, there was evidence of violence. When he ran a finger over the ripped barks of many trees, he remembered Castlebruxo; the students and teachers learned a great deal by touch, and they touched everything they saw under the rainforest canopies. The bark was shredded like paper, and everywhere around him, there was carnage. Burn marks singed the grassy floor, deep gouges in the sand told of claws or talons, and the trees had been destroyed completely. Chunks of forest floor had been pulled out entirely. The numb silence of the area surprised Neville, because he had always had the impression that, unseen to them, creatures constantly moved around in the Forbidden Forest. But now, all was quiet, as if a mass migration of creatures had occurred. Neville looked at Hagrid, aghast.

"What did this?"

Hagrid shrugged.

"No clue, Neville. But I've got to tell yeh', this is nothing. It goes on inter' the forest. Everythin' looks like it's been attacked."

Neville did not want to see the rest of the destruction, and so the pair made their way back to the castle. Ruminating over what dangers lurked in the Forbidden Forest these days, he found himself walking right into the cottage wall before Hagrid caught his shoulder, steering him right. It was with a heavy mind that Professor Longbottom waved his wand and made his luggage follow him as he made the journey to the castle. He cheered himself up when he realized that tomorrow, he would see Francis and Alice.

Unmoving and observant, Hermione realized that today had been the first day in many that she had not thought of Dirk Cresswell and his mysterious conversation with her. Her research had come to a standstill; an unprecedented change occurred within the Ministry, a change that required her direct involvement. The large room had filled up very quickly, for none had wanted to miss this. Arranged around a single steel chair, the entire Wizengamot seemed to squirm with tension. Beside her, the Minister for Magic sat as if he were set in stone. The Wizengamot was quiet, listening to the Undersecretary read from a piece of parchment. Eyes flitted between the reading young woman and the man chained to the chair in the very center of the room. Once she was done, the Wizengamot focused their collective gaze on the Minister.

Had Hermione not had so many familiar faces around her, she would not have been able to go through with the trial at all. Leaning very stiffly against a bench, Harry held his wand loosely in his hand, the other fingering a lock of hair. Of the entire room, Harry was closest to the chair. Behind him, standing quite erect and disciplined, were three Hit Wizards, identically dressed in robes and gloves black as night. The room had never been more full- or perhaps, thought Hermione, it had been during fifteen year old Harry Potter's trial. But it truly did seem like there were more people than usual. The trial had garnered far more interest than expected, and Rita Skeeter's scathing 'delayed justice' pieces across _The Daily Prophet _had done nothing but fuel this interest.

Not sitting but leaning on the wall at the far end of the room was a surprising figure- Hermione had not realized that Percy Weasley was present. With folded arms, Percy was staring intensely into the middle of the room. Kingsley nodded at Percy, who tipped his head forward in acknowledgement. Nothing _this _interesting had happened in a very long time, Hermione had to admit, if Percy Weasley had found the need to attend the trial. The Head of the Department of Mysteries was usually absent from a trial unless it required his immediate attention. But this- this was different. It required all their attention.

"Answer the question, Greyback," Kingsley's deep voice boomed. "Did Voldemort assign you a secret task?"

Causing the entire room to shudder, Fenrir Greyback threw back his head, wild laughter echoing off the walls. His hair was longer, dangling down in an untidy mess. His teeth, even in human form, seemed filed to perfect sharpness. Hermione noted that with age, the werewolf's intimidating physical presence had only increased. Greyback continued laughing, sending chills down Hermione's spine. Before she lost her courage, Harry flicked his wrist, his wand directed at the werewolf. Instantly, the prisoner made to grab his throat, croaking as his voice failed to come out. The chains did not allow him the privilege. Seconds later, Harry had lowered his wand, and Greyback could speak again.

"Why are you laughing, Greyback?" demanded Hermione from her high seat, but he did not deign to answer.

"Answer the Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, or you will be held in Contempt of the Wizengamot," said Kingsley almost indifferently. Underneath the indifference, Hermione could detect a hint of the well-disguised fury the Minister hid so well. At his words, Fenrir attempted with difficulty to straighten up. When he failed to do so, he merely raised his awful head, baring his white teeth for all to see. Near him, Hermione could see Harry and the three Hit Wizards stiffen automatically. Fenrir Greyback's eyes, narrow and ice-blue, drilled into her. She distinctly heard his voice play over and over again, and she felt anger rear its ugly head inside her.

"And lastly, your pretty little friend…I'm not going to bite just yet," he had said, his words echoing as clearly as it had when he had said them. His eyes had roved her body hungrily, and in that moment, she had feared him more than she feared Bellatrix Lestrange. Even as Lestrange cast the Cruciatus Curse on her, Hermione had found herself screaming not only in physical pain, but because Fenrir Greyback's saliva-dripping teeth had been plastered at the forefront of her brain. Indiscriminate rage filled her as she locked eyes with Greyback now, as he sat chained to his chair. His stare was unflinching.

Harry made to raise his wand, no doubt in an attempt to prevent Greyback from looking at Hermione ever again, but she had moved past her fears in that instant. Caught in his gaze, she remembered that _she _had him under total control, and it was not the other way around. This was _her _Malfoy Manor, she wanted to yell at Greyback, but she stayed her fury. Instead, Hermione raised a hand to stop Harry, who stepped back instantly. The Head of the Auror Office backed away, stowing his wand in his front pocket, but she knew a hand remained clenched around it. Hermione looked into Greyback's eyes, her own cold and unwavering. She found it a task to not look down at her forearm, where her smooth skin had once been scarred by the blade of Bellatrix Lestrange.

"Fenrir Greyback," she began, her voice stronger than she expected. "You have not been summoned by the Wizengamot to answer for your crimes. You have already done so."

The werewolf's eyebrows furrowed together as he tried to comprehend what he was hearing.

"Evidence has come to light of a task assigned to you by Voldemort prior to the Second Wizarding War," she said. Still, his face betrayed no hint of understanding. Hermione remembered Kingsley recounting Greyback's last Wizengamot appearance, where the werewolf feigned complete ignorance, acting the part of a clueless Muggle convincingly enough to escape the shackles of Azkaban. His deceptive talents were surfacing slowly, she could tell. She smiled grimly to herself.

"Witness to the prosecution, Mr. Stanley Shunpike, Conductor of the Knight Bus," she said, as the doors opened, and an anxious, shivering, pimply man entered the room, escorted by, Hermione was pleased to see, one of Harry's Aurors. Under the collective gaze of the Wizengamot, Stan was shell-shocked. Hermione prayed inwardly that the Conductor had the resolve to speak, at the very least. It filled her with confidence, though, to see Fenrir Greyback's slack-jawed expression. He might have tried to hide it, but she could see the recognition in his eyes as Stan gingerly walked around him. Harry waved his wand, and a comfortable looking chintz armchair appeared.

Once Stan was seated, he looked down quickly, as if fearing that chains would rise up and bind him in place. It struck Hermione just how frightened Stan was, and it puzzled her, until she noticed the guilt tracing Harry's face. When he caught her gaze, he looked at her intently, as if attempting to communicate something, and she remembered why Stan was afraid. Memories of Harry rudely refusing to help Rufus Scrimgeour filled her mind, however long ago it was. When she looked at Stan Shunpike again, Hermione looked at him as a man who had been wrongfully imprisoned in Azkaban for months on end. She clenched her fists until her knuckles turned white; the incompetent Scrimgeour had attempted, and failed, to calm the public by showing intent- intent in the form of arresting a then-young Stanley Shunpike. Shunpike had escaped eventually, or rather, been broken out by Death Eaters. Persistently believing the Conductor could do no intentional wrong, Harry had been right from the beginning. Under the Imperius Curse, Stan Shunpike had done Voldemort's bidding. It was a horrific series of events, and Hermione did not want to remind him of them. Momentarily doing away with her harsh coldness, she smiled gently at Shunpike, who recoiled in surprise.

"Stan, you were wrongfully imprisoned many years ago- and on behalf of the Ministry, I can beg no further forgiveness for that act," she began.

"After the Death Eaters placed the Imperius Curse on you, and broke you out of Azkaban, I believe you had moments of complete lucidity?"

Stan nodded.

"It says here," continued Hermione, holding up the report in her hand. "That you heard a great deal regarding the activities of the Snatchers in your time as a…an involuntary Death Eater."

Stan nodded again, but his eyes widened in fright. Hermione smiled warmly at him, and she could see some of the fear withdraw.

"Stan, you are here as witness to a prosecution, and nothing more," she said. "You are here to tell us what you heard Fenrir Greyback telling the Snatchers while you traveled with them."

As if on cue, both Greyback and Shunpike looked up suddenly, as if struck by lightning. Greyback's gaze was stuck on Shunpike, who, to Hermione's relief, did not notice the werewolf's eyes boring into him. She saw in Stan's eyes a large measure of recollection. He bobbed his head up and down rapidly, so quickly she feared his neck might snap off. She leaned forward, trying her best to hide the sudden surge of hope that filled her veins.

"I heard 'im tell 'em," Stan began, his voice weak and soft, but growing stronger with every word. "That-that the Dark Lord gave 'im a job. Years ago."

"How long ago, Stan?" asked Hermione. Stan gulped.

"Before a baby sent 'im into hiding," said the bus conductor, his head glancing momentarily towards Harry, who made no indication that he heard. Hermione nodded.

"And what was the job?" she asked. Her insides knotted together in tension as Stan took a deep breath.

"The Dark Lord told 'im to build 'im an army," said Stan, his words coming out in a whisper. Hermione feared that he had reached his limit; a full Wizengamot had him quaking in his boots, and Greyback's quiet presence must have been worse.

"An army of what?" she asked. The entire room seemed to take a collective breath. Stan shuddered, looking around at the faces nervously.

"Of-of," he struggled, the words not escaping his mouth.

"Mudbloods."

As one, the Wizengamot turned to Fenrir Greyback, who had abandoned all facades. The werewolf leaned as casually as his chains allowed him. He looked, Hermione realized, like a man who had nothing more to lose. She doubted he cared what words his tongue produced anymore; it seemed that Stan had been on the right track. In his small moments of lucidity, Stan had escaped the Imperius Curse and heard what he should not have. Stan had, without trying to, broken through Greyback's sly defenses.

"Mudbloods?" asked Kingsley angrily. "Lord Voldemort wanted to build an army of mudbloods? Do you realize how nonsensical that sounds, Greyback, or are you still taking us for fools?"

Greyback howled with laughter, and this time, Harry did not silence him.

"The Dark Lord," spat Greyback, "said that there was no better use for filthy blood-traitors. I'd have had my way with you too, Granger, if Lestrange had let me."

"What do you mean?" demanded Hermione, noticing the fury marring Harry's face. She could tell he was recalling Malfoy Manor; indeed, she was too, but she was close to an answer, and so she persisted. Greyback, with eyes full of dark intent, grinned.

"The Dark Lord gave me license to _create. _And I did."

Confusion marked the faces of the Wizengamot. Few comprehended Greyback's blunt words, but those that did, Hermione noticed, had expressions identical to hers- of utmost horror. In the corner of the room, Percy blanched, his hands clenched into fists. Kingsley's eyes sparkled with uncontrollable rage.

"How many Muggle-borns and Half-bloods did you convert, Greyback?" asked Hermione softly, her voice carrying across the massive room. Looking into her eyes, the werewolf grinned menacingly, revealing his pointed teeth to the Wizengamot.

"An army."
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Great shouts of laughter came from the grounds, which were blanketed in snow so thick the children sank almost to their knees trying to run about. Of the many students at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, most of them tumbled around in the snow on this pleasant day. The Great Hall at breakfast had the atmosphere of a holiday; its massive ceiling was charmed to look like crystalline snowflakes tumbled to the floor, only to disappear above students' heads. The smells of buttered toast and fried bacon floated in the air, but the tables were always empty on a day like this. Students leaned on window sills, plates in their grasp, chatting animatedly to one another.

There was loud commotion coming from the Gryffindor table that morning, for the Head of Gryffindor, and their Herbology Professor, had returned to the teachers' table. Neville Longbottom looked at ease, walking among his students and chatting with them; it was as if he had not left at all. Now, he sat at the foot of Rubeus Hagrid's cabin, jovially drinking from a steaming mug of tea. While he stretched comfortably on the first step, the big Care of Magical Creatures Professor had his abnormally large chair immersed halfway into the snow, his weight pushing down every time he moved. It was a scene only possible on a day as beautiful as this- when the sun shone through the snowy skies. The pair watched a rather intense snowball fight, cheering both sides on as loudly as they could. Once in a while, a snowball from an unidentified source entered the fray, and the two teachers sniggered as the kids attempted to find the culprit.

Perched like a bird on a tree, a boy watched his classmates toss around on the snow from afar. His eyes were the same green as the scarf wrapped around his neck, and sharp cheekbones sloped down to a strong chin. This particular tree was at a perfect position- close enough to the grounds to keep an eye out, and far enough to feel secluded from the crowd. An unopened book lay in his lap- _The Standard Book of Spells _by Miranda Goshawk. He had brought it to read, but it seemed a daunting task to read on such a good day. More than anything, he wanted to be on the grounds, rolling around in the snow. He hoped it would clear out soon, so he could take a walk. It had been a very long since he had had a day at his disposal. Scorpius stared at the frozen lake, and imagined himself on a _Firebolt, _soaring across the icy surface, so close he felt the coldness in waves. He shivered just thinking about it.

And with the joy coursing through him he began to feel irritation. It unfurled its black sails inside his mind, and his father's face flitted in. His father had always been grand, even rather majestic. When Scorpius turned old enough to attend Hogwarts, he watched his father go from proud and excited to worried and grim. There had been a cloud hanging over him after the day the letter came, as if he pondered the decision to send Scorpius to school at all. Scorpius had fretted in his room the entire day, trying to imagine life at Durmstrang or Beauxbatons or something somewhere so far away he could no longer remember home. That was when his father stepped into his room, and began a conversation neither of them would ever forget. He told Scorpius of his mistakes, mistakes that hurt him to talk about- Scorpius could see the misery these thoughts tugged along. He warned his son that the wizarding community might not have forgiven his sins, and it would hurt him at times.

When Scorpius heard it for the first time, he admired his father. He imagined the torment of living with his decisions, burdens he needed to bear endlessly, and he felt proud of his father for having the strength to say it out loud to him. Now, he felt a strange feeling running through him. He found himself thinking incessantly of _why _his father made the decisions he made. To him, no matter the situation, there was a choice. There _had to be _a choice. He had told his father that day that he, as his father's son, would change the Malfoy legacy. Scorpius spent hours poring over the family tree, and read book after book on the genealogy of wizarding Britain. The sacred families had histories dating back centuries, and it pained him that his family leaned the wrong way. He meant to correct that. But how, just _how _was he supposed to do anything like this? His dreams of playing Quidditch like his father had all but disappeared when he realized he had no friends; if he didn't have friends, he didn't really think being in a team was possible.

Watching James Potter zoom away on his _Firebolt, _taking sharp turns Scorpius thought were impossible at that speed, he felt rather small. When he looked at the oldest son of his father's old enemy, he could not stare for long. After finding out that Albus Severus Potter was in his class, Scorpius had felt pressurized to stay hidden. He was plagued by fleeting images of the Potter kids looking at him like a criminal, like he belonged in Azkaban. He avoided them with a vengeance, only because he knew how awful his life would be if the most popular children at Hogwarts detested him.

It had been a hard first three years, because one could only avoid the world for so much time. Once, studying out of his _Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them _in the library, he had looked up after a long period and almost gasped in surprise. He had been so engrossed in the book that he failed to notice the large group seated very close to him. Albus Severus Potter, Rose and Dominque Weasley, along with Teddy Tonks, had been having a quiet conversation that sounded like hoarse whispers to Scorpius. To their astonishment, he doubled back to the Slytherin Common Room almost immediately, rushing past them and leaving behind his book. When he arrived at Professor Hagrid's cabin the next day for his Care of Magical Creatures lesson, he rummaged in his bag, but to no avail. He realized with a curse that the book probably sat gathering dust on one of old Madam Pince's tables. A hand nudged him from behind, and he started, only to see Albus Potter smiling rather awkwardly, holding out the book. Lost for words, Scorpius had only nodded and accepted the book. Albus had remained standing where he was for the rest of the lesson- right beside Scorpius. Neither said a word. It had been the most frightful experience for the son of Draco Malfoy, who spent much of his time wondering how much Albus Potter knew about him.

Just as he was thinking this, he felt the breath being knocked out of him. An impact in the small of his back thrust him forward, and he lost his balance entirely. Even though the snow lay thick, the fall shook him badly enough. Before he could get to his feet, the sound of derisive laughter reached his ears, and he whipped around to see a group of girls standing at a distance from him. One of them, the brunette, had her wand out. From where he stood, Scorpius could see the malice in her eyes. A red scarf dangled from her neck, with golden words screaming "ROAR FOR GRYFFINDOR!" on it. He picked up his spell book from the ground, brushing the snow from his tousled blonde hair with the other. As he looked at them, the familiar feeling of hatred fueled his rage. He clenched the book hard in his left hand, his fingers gouging deep into its hard-bound cover. He could feel the material push underneath his nails slowly, and underneath his bubbling fury, he could hear his father's cool voice telling him to calm down, but it grew softer and softer.

Their leering faces made him _want, _desperately, to pull out his wand. He had never seen women look as ghastly as this, and it made him even angrier, if it were possible. It was horrific, to him, to watch a pretty face curl in disgust, especially when _he _was the reason behind it. Itching to draw his weapon, Scorpius Malfoy looked at them defiantly. Five of them, and one of him, and he felt no fear, only rage.

"What's the problem, Malfoy?" she jeered, nonchalantly raising her wand to eye-level. "Can't even draw your wand?"

"Leave me alone," he snarled, every word a difficulty as it crawled out of his throat. Words he wanted to say clawed at him from the inside.

"Or what?" another demanded, and another wand was drawn. Two, and only him, he noted grimly. Both wands pointed solely at him, Scorpius was finding it harder and harder to grip a book instead of a wand.

"Bother someone else," he said, unwisely turning his back to them. He hoped, and prayed, that they let him walk away, defeated.

"Better they think of you as a coward than as a Dark Wizard," his father had told him. The words rung in his head as he walked away from the group. He didn't need to turn around to see their disappointed expressions; he had gone through four years of being pushed to the edge- it seemed like everyone tried very hard to provoke him. He thought, stupidly, that his classmates would get over it after three whole years, but it never seemed to end. He would always be, he realized, a coward in their eyes.

_BANG. _

The hex made his head swim, for it had him slam into the snow-packed earth once again. He got to his feet, struggling, still trying to put more distance between them.

"Don't be scared, Malfoy," a drawling voice called out. "Even _if _Daddy's not here to help you."

"Daddy should be in Azkaban," another voice muttered. Scorpius halted, and the book tumbled from his grasp onto the white snow. The thought of the wizard prison crept into his head like ants crawling over spilled food.

"All of them should be."

Like a broken radio, the sentence seemed to reverberate in his skull. His eyes closed, he had a fleeting image of himself curled up in a dark cell, his _Standard Book of Spells _still in his hands. In another corner of the cell lay his father, unmoving and quiet, his pale blonde hair covering his face. The corpse came alive, suddenly, its empty eyes attempting to find Scorpius, whose body now resembled a ball in the darkness.

"Don't give in, Scorpius," whispered a shadow of Draco Malfoy. He stretched out his hand to his son, but Scorpius edged away, for the serpent and skull tattoo on his father's forearm stood out on his pale skin. In that moment, he saw the pain in his father's eyes, the sorrow of many years etched on his skin, and Scorpius stopped hearing his voice, though his lips moved continually, as if he would forever whisper words of reassurance to his son.

When Scorpius opened his eyes, he no longer cared for cowardice and walking away. He no longer cared if he were branded a Dark Wizard; he wanted them to feel the pain they inflicted on him. He spun around, and he heard the familiar _whoosh _as their curses flew toward him. With a bellow of rage, he slashed his wand in an arc, and a bright blue shield made both curses ricochet harmlessly away. Before so much as a movement, he had disarmed them both. The other three girls stiffened automatically, reaching into their robes. His wand hand clenched, and sparks flew out of the tip of his weapon. Adrenaline surged into his body, and a reckless anger overcame him.

Flat on his face, James tasted dirty snow. He hurriedly got to his feet, only to be smacked in the chest by another snowball and floored yet again. A few feet away, Lucio laughed madly, five snowballs levitating threateningly behind him. His Slytherin scarf curled haphazardly around his neck, one end buried in the snow.

"Can't beat me at this, can you, James?!" he yelled, and all five balls soared forward. "Ha!"

James took off, running as fast as his legs could carry him through the thick snow, but he wasn't fast enough. He had become so used to the swiftness of the _Firebolt _that ordinary movement seemed an incredible chore. He sank his face into the snow in frustration, before he was pulled swiftly to his feet. Lucio helped brush the snow from his friend's coat, still laughing rather evilly at his victory.

"I'm not done, I'm going to kill you," James mumbled, reaching for snow.

"Wait," said Lucio, pointing at the castle. James turned to see his little brother sprinting towards him. His robes awhirl, Albus looked more serious than he had ever been before. In four years at Hogwarts, Albus had never needed his older brother's help. Much more likable than James knew _he_ was, Albus Severus was by far the more mature one out of them. The number of times McGonagall mentioned it to him made him seethe.

"Your younger brother isn't in my office every other day, Mr. Potter," he could just hear her say. "_He_ seems to be making far better decisions than you and Mr. Zabini."

At any rate, James knew that Albus wouldn't come to him unless he was in desperate need of help. His brother almost jumped on him, leaning in to whisper quickly. James and Lucio were on their way to the castle before he finished his third sentence. Sprinting madly, wands out, they barreled through the snow. Lucio's wand, pointed at the ground as he ran, emitted jets of steaming air, and the snow simply melted before them. The smell of fire greeted them. James could see flashes of light, and the crackle of spells connecting in mid-air.

When they neared the battleground, James took in the situation as quickly as he could. His blonde hair whirling madly, Scorpius Malfoy was protecting himself, arm raised, to a barrage of hexes. The snow around him had melted into nothing, and the grass at his feet sizzled, flames licking his feet, but Scorpius seemed invulnerable to them. The jets of light hit his shield charms with no success, but Malfoy moved like he had already been hit by one of the meaner curses. Lucio moved in front of Albus suddenly, his wand arm outstretched. A stray jet of light disappeared in a flash before him. James snarled, raising his wand. Not his younger brother, and not on _his_ watch.

"_REDUCTO!" _he yelled.

An explosion accompanied by the sound of earth and wood being unceremoniously ripped apart shook what lay between the fighters. Smoke filled the circle, and no more jets of light flew back and forth. James heard yells and quick footsteps, but he could see only shadows in the smoke. When it cleared, the five girls had disappeared, leaving nothing behind them. He thought he saw the flash of a Gryffindor scarf, and worse, he thought he saw his name glinting on it. Scorpius stood with his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. James flinched inwardly; if Scorpius blamed him for the attack, he had nothing to defend himself with. No words came to his mind when he saw the son of Draco Malfoy, but a great welling up of pity always accompanied the silence. The blond boy looked up finally and, swallowing, nodded.

"Thanks. Five against one was probably a bad idea," he simply said, with a small sigh.

Albus looked at him in alarm, but Lucio and James roared with laughter, clutching their chests and shaking. Scorpius raised his eyebrows at first, but before long, a smile lit his face. By the time Professor McGonagall, Professor Longbottom, Hagrid, and a host of others arrived at the spot, the three boys had tears in their eyes.

"Probably-" gasped James.

"A _bad _idea," said Lucio, still holding his side.

"What the _devil _is going on here?!" Professor McGonagall demanded angrily.

Her eyebrows knit together, the Headmistress stared out of the window almost absent mindedly. The view from Dumbledore's office was magnificent, as it always had been. Beside the window, even Phineas Nigellus's portrait snored softly. It was in these moments of peace that McGonagall truly wondered how Albus Dumbledore did what he did as Hogwarts Headmaster. It had been a clear, beautiful day, the snow falling prettily over the grounds, and it had been interrupted most abruptly by James Potter. The number of times a Potter had spoiled a blissful day…she had lost count. As his name crept into her mind, she felt her eyes moisten, and she was relieved that she stood by the window. She remembered the very first day Harry Potter's oldest son walked into the school. There had been a burst of murmurs echoing around the Great Hall when Neville Longbottom read out "Potter, James", his voice as proud as it would be years later when he read out his own children's names.

She could feel the entire staff shuffle in their seats as young James Potter walked up to the Sorting Hat. Hagrid made no pretenses; the tears flowed hot into his beard. Hestia Jones was beside herself, her eyes twinkling with excitement as she watched Potter tug on the magical hat. McGonagall had no words to offer the moment, for her mind had wandered off to another day, a day so long ago it made her brain strain with the effort to remember it properly. When James Potter I had tugged on the Sorting Hat for the first time, McGonagall had not counted on it being such a special moment in her life. And now, the third Potter took his place on the low stool, and with her wet eyes, she could not tell the difference between the three. The rest of the day had been rather blurry, Minerva admitted, for she ended up spending much of her time at _The Three Broomsticks _with Madam Pomfrey. Poppy had been crying the whole time; for she had healed all three boys in her Hospital Wing time and time again.

It turned out that Poppy had absolutely no control over herself; every year at the Sorting Ceremony, she broke out into tears just by listening to the names. When Teddy Tonks had been made Head Boy, when Dominique Weasley was sorted into Gryffindor, when Albus Severus Potter walked in for the first time; all these events turned into powerful emotional triggers for the oldest members of the Hogwarts staff.

It had come as no surprise when James Potter turned up in her office every other day, and though she lectured him sternly every time, it gave her immense pleasure to watch the messy-haired young man walk into her office. Sitting serenely in his frame, the portrait of Albus Dumbledore gazed fondly at the boy every single time. It seemed to Minerva that the past could never be forgotten- it irked them at their best and worst moments.

Albus Potter's quick explanation of what he had seen was believable, and, McGonagall grimly admitted, unsurprising. It would be an immense task to identify Scorpius Malfoy's attackers, but the greater difficulty lay in how she solved this issue. She admitted to herself, once again, that Harry Potter's youngest son was far more rational than the oldest. Running for help had possibly been the smartest decision he could have made- she shuddered to think of the scene if Albus had joined the battle.

James, Albus, and Lucio fidgeted in their seats, itching to be out on the grounds. Sitting at a distance from them, young Scorpius was a striking image of his father. He had Draco's sharp features, and Narcissa's elegant hair. But in his eyes she saw none of the cruelty and malice his father had harbored all through his Hogwarts years. For four terms, she had watched the boy, and it had taken but one conversation to determine how different he was from his father. At the back of her mind, she considered having him observed by a member of the staff, for his own safety. But when she looked at James Potter and Lucio Zabini, warmth flooded her heart.

Contrasting greens and reds on their scarves made them seem more enemies than friends, but the pair had changed that quickly in their initial years. The staff turned a blind eye to their pranks and foolishness, for the sight of the Slytherin Captain arm in arm with the Gryffindor Captain made them feel proud of their heritage. McGonagall took her seat, facing the boys, who stared at her in anticipation. Of the group, Scorpius looked the most uneasy.

"For the first time, Mr. Potter, I am impressed with you," she began, to expressions of shock. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Albus Dumbledore shift in his portrait, his eyes still closed. "But, I'd much rather prefer it if you didn't attempt to blow up my school again."

James nodded sheepishly. Beside him, Lucio sniggered. Minerva took a deep breath; she had been thinking of the perfect words to say ever since the boys had walked into her office, even before Albus told her what had happened.

"Mr. Malfoy," she said, her tone serious. "You-"

"You can't punish him-" started James, rising from his chair.

"How is this his fault?" demanded Lucio Zabini, his face suddenly furious. McGonagall realized that Lucio and Scorpius shared far more similarities than house colors; it had just been so that Blaise Zabini had luckily, never been branded with the Dark Mark. She had to control herself- a smile had pulled at her lips when the boys had their outbursts.

"Mr. Malfoy," she said again, loud enough to force the two sixth year students back into their seats. Scorpius watched her wearily.

"You have friends in this school."

Her words were met with silence from the blond boy. He looked completely blank, and almost confused. Beside him, Albus grinned, nodding at McGonagall.

"It has been too long since the Second Wizarding War," she said softly, almost to herself. "And some things must be forgotten. And if some people cannot forget, you must. And," she added. "Never fear standing up for yourself."

James and Lucio exchanged looks, smiling.

"The culprits will eventually come out of their hiding places, and when they do-"

"We'll be waiting," finished Lucio emphatically. McGonagall shook her head gently.

"_I'll _be waiting. And I expect you to come to me immediately. Is that clear?"

The four boys nodded. Minerva noted the new smile that had spread on Scorpius Malfoy's face; it had perhaps never been seen before.

"You're dismissed," she said, waving her hand, but looking at James. "Potter, a word."

The rest of the group left the office noisily, while Potter sat still, waiting for the Headmistress to speak. He ran his hand through his messy hair, promptly making it look far worse than it had been all year. He frowned, not looking as carefree as he usually did. The incident had shaken him more than he expected, and it showed on his face. He looked up at Professor McGonagall, his lips pursed.

"Potter, how much do you know about Draco Malfoy?" she asked quietly.

The question did not surprise the boy one bit.

"Enough to know why those Gryffindor girls attacked him, Professor," said James.

She nodded, grateful to Harry Potter for being transparent about this early on.

"And do you agree with what they did?" she asked, fearing the answer.

He shook his head defiantly.

"I know what it's like," came his soft reply. "To be looked at like that. Like…I'm not me, and I'm my father. I got used to it, but I didn't have it this hard. Those Gryffindor girls were wrong. And it's like you said, Professor."

"What?"

"It's been too long since the Second Wizarding War. I asked my father about this a year ago, Professor. He never told me Mr. Malfoy was a Death Eater. He didn't think it was important enough to mention. I only found out because…because people talk in the common room," he finished rather nervously, attempting to regain his confidence by stroking his locks. McGonagall nodded.

"He told me that Mr. Malfoy made a few mistakes, and he paid for them. And it's no one's business to punish him or his family for the past."

When James Potter left her office, Minerva made a mental note to mention to Harry Potter that, to her astonishment, he had raised children far more mature than he ever was. Chuckling to herself, she decided to go see Poppy.


End file.
